Expression of caspase-3 and structural changes associated with apoptotic cell death of keratinocytes in oral lichen planus.
Apoptosis appears to be the mode of cell death by which damaged cells are removed from the lesional tissue. The aim of this study was to examine keratinocyte apoptosis and caspase-3 (CPP32) expression in oral lichen planus (OLP). Paraffin-embedded samples of OLP (n = 30) and normal oral mucosa (NOM; n = 5) were prepared for haematoxylin-eosin (H & E), immunohistochemistry and electron microscopy. The number of apoptotic cells and the proportion of total cells that were either apoptotic (apoptotic index; AI) or mitotic (mitotic index; MI) were assessed in H & E stained sections. An immunostaining-intensity-distribution index (IIDI; proportion of stained cells x staining intensity) was used to assess CPP32 immunoreactivity. Results showed a significant increase in the number of apoptotic cells in OLP (P < 0.001). In OLP, all apoptotic bodies were found in the basal and prickle epithelial layers. Compared with NOM, the AI was significantly greater in atrophic (P < 0.05), reticular (P < 0.001) and plaque-like (P < 0.01) OLP. The MI was significantly greater in plaque-like OLP (P < 0.01). The proportion of CPP32-positive cells and the IIDI were significantly greater in all forms of OLP compared with NOM (P < 0.05). No difference in CPP32 expression was evident between clinical forms of OLP. Electron microscopy confirmed the light microscopic finding of apoptosis. Keratinocyte apoptosis and caspase-3 expression co-localized to the basal and parabasal epithelial layers, suggesting that proliferating epithelial cells may be targeted for destruction in OLP. Differences in epithelial AI and MI may underlie the various clinical and histological appearances of OLP.